brought you half a pound of tomatoes, kiddy/* he
would greet my mother, "You know they're home-
grown/' the last phrase uttered as if the fact of their
origin made them more precious than rubies. When
he arrived I was no longer allowed to sit on in the
drawing-room to hear him singing. I was sent out to
pick flowers in the park or to buy a pennyworth of
sweets and told not to hurry back. I was not eight
years old at the time, so I could only notice the change,
not understand it. My own feelings about men were
limited to the fervent hope that they would never em-
brace me, because of their bristly chins.
I don't expect my mother originally intended to
succumb to John's seductions. But her resistance was
not made easier by the visits which an actress relation
of hers, cousin Harriet, took to paying us at this time.
Cousin Harriet was of a figure which Edwardian ad-
mirers used, I fancy, to call Junoesque. Her furs and
her femininity overflowed the bounds of the deepest
arm-chair she sat in. She was working with a repertory
company, reciting Shakespeare to wounded soldiers,
and she soon made our flat her favourite place for
rehearsals. Long into the night she would go on reci-
ting blank verse, interspersed with the exactest and
fullest details of her latest love affairs. By persistent
implication she drummed it into my mother that there
were only two scenes of action in life worth consider-
ing, she thought: the stage and the bed. My mother's
outlook was rarely more than an echo of the last
dominant person she had met, but there must have bedn
feelings of guilt and conflict behind her final yielding